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This case illustrates an innovative partnership between an NGO and a private business, and the opportunities and challenges that it entails.

Background

In October 1990, a groundbreaking and innovative partnership between WWF–South Africa (WWFSA) and a major South African bank, Nedbank, established an environmental fund known as "The Green Trust." Since its inception, the trust has raised over R47 million (approximately 5 million U.S. dollars) and has supported over 125 conservation projects with a strong emphasis on the involvement of local communities. The projects funded are primarily within South Africa but some have been funded in Mozambique, Malawi, and Namibia.

Back in 1990 when the Green Trust was founded conservation organizations in South Africa were seeking a new image for conservation. Although the country was still a few years away from free and fair elections, there was already a consciousness among conservation NGOs of the need to bridge the gap that existed between the NGOs and millions of disenfranchised people in the country. Conservation was at best unknown among many rural communities and at worst tainted with an image of a white middle-class playground fiercely protected by paramilitary game guards. It was only during the early 1990s that concepts such as "people and parks" and "community-based conservation" began to take form and to become entrenched in conservation policy. These were exciting times. The field was fresh and untested and the needs enormous.
Without a doubt it presented one of the most important challenges that South African conservationists had yet faced. But challenges lie in the foundations of conservation—and the creation of a new conservation fund, especially a fund specifically targeting community-based conservation, introduced financial muscle into the realm of lofty idealism. The vision of the partners in the Green Trust, WWF-SA and Nedbank, in creating the trust was a significant contribution to conservation in South Africa.

The Green Trust is a mutually beneficial business partnership and Nedbank's support of the trust is not simply charity. The benefits to Nedbank lie largely in the contribution that the trust adds to the bank's marketing strategy, which ultimately aims to establish new clients and maintain client loyalty by appealing to the clients' sense of contribution to a higher cause.

The projects funded by the Green Trust have covered a significant range and a diverse group of environmental interventions with a strong focus on community-based conservation. However, over time, there has been some pressure from the donor for more species-focused projects, the thought being that these might appeal to the Nedbank client. This has been dealt with by creating a broad-ranging portfolio of diverse projects that allows for high-profile flagship projects and less appealing but no less important conservation projects.

From 1998 to 2002 the trust’s funding priorities have included sustainable use of renewable natural resources; species and habitats of special concern; protected areas; support to the development of legislation; policies and treaties related to SNRM; pollution control; and consumption of nonrenewable natural resources. In addition, three approaches are recognized as important processes in achieving environmental conservation and will, wherever possible, form part of the focal priorities—these are community-based conservation, environmental education, and capacity building in environmental conservation. 

Projects funded by the Green Trust have encompassed both urban initiatives such as community driven urban greening as well as rural community-based natural resource management initiatives. The trust has also facilitated the conservation of some highly endangered species, including the African wild dog, the cheetah, the blue swallow, the Kalahari lion, and the Brenton blue butterfly. All of these projects look closely at innovative ways of managing species-human conflict. On a more strategic level, the Green Trust has influence at the highest levels of the South African government through its support of advisors to four different Ministers: the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, the Minister of Land Affairs, the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, and the Minister of Education.

The Green Trust is administered by WWF-SA. It has a staff of two full time persons (a manager and an assistant) who are the direct link between the executors, Nedbank, and the board of directors. They handle daily business such as processing new applications for funding, designs for new projects, drafting contracts, approving reports, managing project payments, monitoring progress of projects, and maintaining communication with executors. An important additional role is maintaining the relationship with Nedbank and managing media links to get as much exposure of the trust and its projects as possible. These two staff members work as part of the whole team at WWF-SA and report directly to the trust’s board of directors.

The board meets three times a year to evaluate the status of projects and to approve any funding for new projects. It consists of three members from WWF-SA and three members from Nedbank. The board of directors in turn reports to a board of trustees who meet once a year to evaluate the status of the trust.

Financial arrangements

Nedbank initially donated seed money of R5 million when the Green Trust was established in 1990. In 1995, this pledge was renewed for an additional five years. In late 1999, Nedbank renewed its commitment to the trust with a pledge of R7 million over the next five years. In addition to this direct financial support, Nedbank implemented a unique and innovative way of providing ongoing financial support, namely a range of "Green" banking products, through which bank clients make contributions to the trust. These products include youth and adult savings accounts, checkbooks, ATM cards, and credit cards. The Nedbank Green home loan was added to the product range in early 1999, and the bank will also offer Green insurance (R1 per policy per month is donated to the Green Trust).

The Green affinity banking products are the only banking products available that are aimed at restoring, preserving, and developing South Africa’s wealth of natural resources. The "green" visuals on the checkbooks and cards indicate the client’s contribution and commitment to the environment. 

All of the money accrued by Nedbank from these promotions is passed on to the Green Trust. The Green banking products allow Nedbank clients to support the aims of the trust and of WWF-SA through Nedbank, at little cost (and no additional effort) to themselves. These affinity products have enabled Nedbank, its clients, and other stakeholders to generate in excess of R47 million for the Green Trust from 1990 to 2002.

However, after 10 years, the bank reported stagnation in the amount of clients who support the various Green banking products. In May 2001, Nedbank revamped its "Green" brand with a whole new marketing campaign under the banners of Nedbank Green, Nedbank Arts, and Nedbank Sports to try to revitalize it. Nedbank also has tried to compensate for the decline in its brands approach by offering various "lifestyle–enhancing" packages to clients. In this framework a particular problem for the Green Trust is that the Green brand is only one of the many brands offered by the bank and is often not actively endorsed by regional branches. Clients may then assume that they are contributing to the Green Trust when, in fact, they are not. 

Project lessons

This being a business-NGO partnership, Nedbank often had expectations that were beyond the capacity of a conservation NGO—for example, the assumption that the Green Trust would "market" itself, using funds designated for conservation. The lesson here is that expectations must be clearly spelled out from the beginning. 

The original agreement between WWF-SA and Nedbank was a loose agreement which stood most definitely in the bank's favor. The agreement has now been restructured in order to achieve a more equitable partnership, but not before causing some damage to the partnership. The lesson here is that an explicit agreement must be made right from the start. A key issue is establishing a positive relationship between the partners and maintaining it through staff changes.

The demand for marketing profile from Nedbank has led to some pressure for certain types of projects to be funded, for example, species focused projects that would appeal to the general clientele of Nedbank. The lesson here is that there is some need to provide a certain "give and take" in such a partnership but Nedbank has easily been accommodated by ensuring that the trust has a balanced portfolio with some key high profile projects interspersed with less publicity worthy but no less important projects.

As a highly innovative and unique funding mechanism for conservation the Green Trust has achieved much since its inception. No matter how successful this fund is, though, its long-term sustainability is by no means guaranteed. The trust has been in place since 1990, but with the current agreement between WWF and Nedbank ending in 2005, the future is uncertain. A world economic slowdown, increased competition, and aggressive changes in branding and marketing may result in Nedbank taking a less favorable look at its involvement. Having said this, though, undoubtedly the trust would be able to continue on reserves for a certain amount of time, having established itself as an important conservation entity in its own right, and if necessary it might possibly find alternative donors. The lessons learned in terms of the business agreement, marketing strategies, and demands of business partners are crucially important for conservation organizations seeking to replicate this funding mechanism elsewhere.
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National Research Foundation; National Science Foundation;  The Fund for Research into Development, Growth and Equity
 has initiated a project to evaluate the potential economic impact on the South African economy of emission reduction policies in Annex 1 countries. 
A South African NGO (the Fynbos Foundation) that has as its core mission the development of art and science journalism in the country; held a conference on ‘Practicing the craft: writing about climate change and global warming’ in 2008, which brought together leading national climate-change scientists and journalists in an attempt to bridge the gap between science and journalism. 
Bioprospecting Fund to align with biodiversity priorities (geographic or thematic).
� WWF. From Goodwill to Payments for Environmental Services: A Survey of Financing Options for Sustainable Natural Resource Management in Developing Countries, edited by Pablo Gutman, Macroeconomics for Sustainable Development Program Office, December 2003


� UNFCCC report





